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What first took you to the Nicobar Islands?
I was working with nomads in the Himalayas 
in 1998, when the Indian government called 
me, looking for someone who could document 
the traditional Nicobarese culture – somebody 
who could live in difficult conditions. The 
Nicobars had no real infrastructure or 
communications at the time.

Tell me about the islands and your first 
impressions.
It is a really stunning, beautiful place –  
and very isolated. The islands are part of the 
Andaman and Nicobar archipelago, about 
1200 kilometres east of the Indian mainland 
in the Bay of Bengal. Around 12 or so of the 
Nicobars are inhabited and the population 
when I arrived was about 42,000. The last leg 
of my journey had to be by canoe.

How were you received by the Nicobarese?
I met the chief, Ayesha Majid, and she gave 
me permission to visit the villages. I slept 
in an old, broken building on Trinket island 
and I slowly started to get to know the people. 
Every year I spent about six months in the 
Central Nicobars, documenting everything. 
Eventually I became like part of the family. 
It went on like that for five years. Then the 
tsunami came.

Were you on the islands when it happened?
No, I was in India, en route to the Nicobars. 
When I got there three weeks later, the 
islands were unrecognisable. The entire 
coastline looked different because the 
islands had sunk a metre and a half due 
to the earthquake. The waves, some about 
20 metres high, came many times and washed 
the islands from one end to the other. All the 
villages were gone, the surviving palm trees 
were half underwater, the sea was choked  
with debris. The official death toll was 
something like 4500, but most of us who 
worked there believe it was much higher.

What happened next?
By the time I got to the islands, at least 
60 NGOs had arrived. The initial rescue 
had already happened. Then a lot of relief 
was brought in, and a lot of it was totally 
ridiculous, like blankets: it’s a hot place and 
you give blankets? They brought in junk 
food, radios and gas stoves, but there were 
no liquefied-gas canisters on the islands at 
the time. The Nicobarese were mystified. 
The main thing they wanted was tools to 
rebuild their houses, and rice. The tools 
didn’t come for a long time.

What was the Indian government doing?
They started by building tin shelters, but these 
were too hot inside and the Nicobarese refused 
to live in them. So each family was paid 
3000 rupees [approximately $70 at the time] 
to occupy the shelters, so the media could see 
them living in “civilised” homes. Meanwhile, 
7000 modern homes were commissioned to 
be built, with imported materials, to 
accommodate nuclear families.

The problem is that Nicobarese culture is 
based around joint families of 40 or 50 people, 
typically in one extended home, with a head 
of the family who is in charge of property and 
resources. Building homes for nuclear families 
meant the joint family system was not 

respected. The entire aid blueprint was based 
on nuclear families – the concept of giving aid 
to giant families was unknown. The flood of 
cash multiplied the problem.

Where did the money come from?
The Indian government. Money was basically 
unknown before the tsunami: the island 
communities were self-sufficient. If they 
needed anything they couldn’t produce 
themselves, they traded a coconut product 
called copra. But suddenly millions of dollars 
in compensation were being pumped in.

Compensation was paid to nuclear families. 
In the Central Nicobars, the women usually 
had more power, but according to Indian law 
it was men who were heads of the family,  
so they got the cheques. For years after the 
tsunami the aid flowed and the men had 
control over the money and resources.

The money attracted traders. They brought 
motorcycles, televisions, mobile phones, junk 
food, Coca Cola… goods that were unknown 
before. And they overcharged for everything. 
The money lasted until 2013.

You’ve called the situation a “complex disaster”. 
What do you mean?
Natural disasters like earthquakes or tsunamis 
affect humans in material ways, such as loss of 
lives or property – and also in psychosocial 
ways, such as trauma. A complex disaster is a 
consequence of inappropriate interventions 
in the aftermath, which undermine and 
destroy the non-material attributes that 
normally allow any society to self-organise 
and stand on its own feet.

Would it be fair to say that the cultural fabric of 
the Nicobarese was ripped apart?
Absolutely. The whole family structure was 
broken into small pieces, and communities 
went from self-reliance to dependency. 
Where people used to work together, now 
there is competition and jealousy. When a 
society becomes unequal, it affects solidarity. 
And ill health has increased, especially 
diabetes, hypertension and stress. This is 
because the Nicobarese are not able to cope 
with paying for a modern life. 

Another thing that broke down is the 
way the islanders relate to nature. In my 
early research, I discovered they had 
seasonal taboos about when to fish and 
hunt in certain areas. This is sustainability. 
But now, because the Nicobarese need cash 
to pay for things, the fishing is constant. 
There’s a lot of pressure on resources.

How can we avoid complex disasters in future?
The short answer is responsible aid, where 
accountability is to the people you’re trying 
to help, not to the donors. There’s a saying: 
“If you can’t count it, it doesn’t count”. It’s 
easy to show your donors that you have built 
7000 homes, distributed x tonnes of rice or 
installed 150 toilets. NGOs are in that trap: 
it’s easy to show pictures of Nicobarese sitting 
on motorcycles and say they have been 
rehabilitated, but these organisations need 
to find new ways to measure their success.

And if you give to charity, you must become 
aware that giving $50 and feeling good about 
it is not the end of your duty. You have to find 
out what’s going on, take interest in the 
culture you are trying to support and demand 
culturally sensitive aid. One way would be 
through some kind of online donors’ forum, 
where beneficiaries of aid can contribute to 
the discussion, to report how they perceive the 
aid projects in their area – to give them a voice. 
I call this the “democratisation of aid”.

How is life in the Nicobars today?
It’s not even one and a half years since the 
money ran out, but already 30 per cent of 
people are moving back towards a traditional 
lifestyle. I constantly hear of families moving 
back to their old locations. Eight nuclear 
families moved back to traditional housing 
on Trinket island just a month or so ago. 
Trinket was split in two by the earthquake, 
and has been virtually uninhabited since 
the evacuation of the tsunami survivors, 
so this is quite something.  
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